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Introduction to Population Growth: Anthropological Implications
Abstract
The relationship of agricultural development and population growth has long been debated by social
scientists. In 1965 an economist, Ester Boserup, entered this debate with the proposal that population
growth should be treated as the independent variable in technological and cultural change (The
Conditions of Agricultural Growth: The Economics of Agrarian Change under Population Pressure
[Chicago: Aldine]). This proposal was not entirely new, although Malthusian respect for the,limits imposed
by the inelastic carrying capacity of resources and rigid technologies is still implicitly dominant in the
literature. However, Boserup's thesis had not before been so comprehensively and logically worked out. In
economics-the disciplinary context from which it arose-it has had a mixed reception, largely according to
the ideological inclinations of the critics; and its implications for other disciplines, including anthropology,
have been slow to percolate.
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Introduction

Brian Spooner

The Boserup Model
The relationship of agricultural development and population growth
has long been debated by social scientists. In 1965 an economist, Ester
Boserup, entered this debate with the proposal that population growth
should be treated as the independent variable in technological and cul
tural change ( The Conditions of Agricultural Growth: The Economics of
Agrarian Change under Population Pressure [Chicago: Aldine]). This pro
posal was not entirely new, although Malthusian respect for the,limits
imposed by the inelastic carrying capacity of resources and rigid tech
nologies is still implicitly dominant in the literature. However, Boserup's
thesis had not before been so comprehensively and logically worked out.
In economics-the disciplinary context from which it arose-it has had a
mixed reception, largely according to the ideological inclinations of the
critics; and its implications for other disciplines, including anthropology,
have been slow to percolate.
As an economist Boserup is concerned primarily with agriculture and
the economics of development. Her book is based on the directly anti
Malthusian assumption that the main line of causation in the relationship
between population growth and agricultural development is from the
former to the latter: she treats "population growth ... as the independent
variable which in its turn is a major factor determining agricultural
developments" (Boserup 1965: 11). Moreover, she extends her thesis
from the recent decades of agricultural development to a much broader
theoretical and historical context and expresses the hope that "this ap
proach is conducive to a fuller understanding of the actual historical
course of agriculture, including the development of patterns and tech
niques of cultivation as well as the social structures of agrarian com
munities" (Boserup 1965: 12).
A central feature of her approach is her rejection of traditional tax
onomies of land use in favor of the concept of frequency of cropping.
Uncultivated land thus ceases to be a category opposed to land under
cultivation and becomes rather one end of a continuum, of which the
other end is multicropping, where as soon as one crop is reaped another
is sown. All other types of primitive land use take their place between
these two extremes, and population growth is seen as a prime mover in
the evolution (in both pristine and secondary conditions) from one stage
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